The Troubadour, 201b 


Author: Slaxll9 

Bands: Guns N Roses 

Characters: Axl Rose, Duff McKagan, Slash 
Relationships: M/A 

Rating: Non-adult 


Genre: [Gen] 


Updated: Mon Apr 25 206 1:07:02 GMT-0400 (Eastern Daylight Time) 


The Troubaour, 201b 


Author's Notes: 

My first exam is in two days, so obviously it's the perfect time to spend ages crafting prose. Hey, | had all 
this creative energy and | had to get it out somehow, and since these three assholes are giving us precisely no 
backstory to their reunion, | figured I'd make up my own. | hope you guys enjoy it, and don't be sparse with 


your comments! 


It has been thirty years, give or take, since he stood here last, and Duff McKagan feels old. 


He inhales, and the lingering, slightly cloying aroma of whiskey and smoke infiltrates his nostrils. There's a hint 
of sweat there, too, accompanied by a sharp, pungent earthiness that evokes memories of clumsily rolled joints 
and fingers stinging from paper cuts. This was the signature odour of his teens and twenties, and to a lesser 
extent, his thirties. He misses it. 


Loud thumps and the melodic clinking of glass complement the steady, excited hum of the crowd out front. The 
slinky, fluorescent lighting fizzles on and off, and the floor seems to vibrate beneath his feet. It's impossible, 


but the air itself seems to have a voltage of its own, conducting the electric fervour of the club and 


generating an obscure yet palpable form of suppressed, dangerous energy, and Duff shivers, feeling the hairs 


on his arms rising. 
The Troubadour. 
Duff looks in the mirror and thinks about time. 


Time, that has etched delicate wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. Time, that has stripped back the cocky, 
audacious stare of a boy, and replaced it with the quietly self-assured, intelligently watchful gaze of a man. 
Time, that had passed impartially by as the substance abuse bloated his chiselled features, and passed as 
sobriety dutifully remedied the damage. Time, that continues to pass now as age glides in, the final act before 


the curtain call, ready to perform its role until the macabre end. 
"Hey, dude." 


Duff smiles, and looks over his shoulder. Slash's West Coast twang, the soft, lazy resonance as the words roll 
gracefully from his tongue, these certainly haven't been changed by time. What has changed - or rather, what 
had disappeared - is the nasal whine that injected itself subtly into his voice as he injected its precursor into 
his bloodstream. Duff is thankful for small blessings. 


"Hey," he responds, turning to face his bandmate. It feels good to use that word again 

Bandmate. 

Slash's jet-black cascade of hair is suppressed by the now ever-present top hat that had, at some point, 
become part of his image. A few stray curls spring defiantly out from under the rim, refusing to be tamed. 


He's not wearing his shades yet, Duff notices, and his brown eyes still have that perplexing mixture of 


observance and vague indifference. 

"Where's Axl?" 

The question erupts from both of them simultaneously, and they chuckle. 
Where's Axl? 


Between the two of them, and others who had drifted transiently in and out of Guns N' Roses, those words 


have been spoken too many times to count. 
Slash removes the strap of his guitar from his shoulder and places it gently into the floor, arms rippling with 
muscle that is now bulging instead of sinewy. One hand comes up and scratches the greying stubble on his 


cheek, no longer clean-shaven and smooth. 


"You're not wearing your padlock," he says, looking at the vacant spot on Duffs shirt where the punk-rocker 


had rakishly worn the security contraption as jewellery. 

Duff's hand moves unconsciously to his neck. 

"Yeah. | threw it out." 

He gives Slash a rueful smile. 

"It was heavy, and | realised | didn't.need it" 

Duff pauses for a moment. 

"Not anymore." 

Slash understands. 

The door opens, and Axl walks in. Much like the other two, time has allowed him to keep some lingering 
features from his youth, but not without compromise. Beneath the pale, unwrinkled skin, his angular features 
are still somewhat visible. His red hair is shorter, just shy of his shoulders. The previously wiry build had, 


throughout the years, progressed into sculpted, understated musculature, and now bears several pounds of 


extra weight. 

Duff grins at him, and Slash inclines his head. 

"The Ayatollah's on time." 

The old nickname slides easily from Slash's lips. He can't remember when he first coined it, but he does 
remember how Axl smirked and flipped him off, self-deprecating laughter shining in his eyes. He also 
remembers the laughter slowly morphing into irritation and then anger, as the term lost its teasing 
lightheartedness. He remembers how resentment and bitterness slithered forth and pierced the four syllables, 
poisoning them with a dry, insulting toxicity. 

Now, he bites the inside of his cheek, waiting for the frontman to respond. 

Axl blinks. And then he laughs. Slash realises he's been holding his breath, and he lets it loose. Duff, like a 
benevolent father watching two siblings share a fleeting moment of camaraderie, looks on with something akin 
to pride. 

‘I'm twenty minutes late," Axl says. 


"Positively early." 


Axl rolls his eyes, pulls a chair towards him and straddles it, resting his elbows on the frame. 


"How's your voice doing?" Duff asks. 
Nodding, Axl replies. "Fine." 

He hesitates, looking at his hands. 
"And you guys? How're you feeling?” 


The words burst out rushed, uncertain. Slash blinks. He looks over at Duff, who gives an almost imperceptible 


shrug of one shoulder, his eyes shining with mischievous smugness. 
Told you he's changed. 

"Uh, yeah, it's all good” 

Slash is proud of himself for keeping his voice even. 


Axl nods again, eyes still trained determinedly on his fingers. Slash plays with his shades, the opaque glass 
glinting in the sparse light. Duffs hand goes up to his chest, before remembering the padlock is gone. 


There's a peculiar silence in the room now. Ghosts of foregone years filled with easy friendship and familial 


loyalty hover quietly in the dusky corners, effusing wistful whispers of shared triumphs and divisive animosity. 
Duff speaks. 

"Do you guys..do you sometimes miss this?" 

Hope nervously intertwines itself with the hesitance in his voice. 

This. 


They were boys, ravenous, determined, clutching their instruments like the weapons they were, glamorous 


warpaint sharpening their youthful features, daring the world to look away. 


Dirty, crumpled bills stolen from hookers. The itchy, fetid discomfort of not having access to hot water. Hot 
pastries swiped from bakeries, blistering their tongues, dusting their lips with sugar, soothing the aching 


emptiness in their bellies. 


Fierce, breathless determination before a show. An energy that teeters dangerously towards rabid delirium. 
And perhaps most importantly, the undisputed sense of unity they shared Five scruffy delinquents sneering 
with detached contempt at conformity, each of them a little broken, a little damaged, bound to each other by 


music, and poverty, and starry-eyed dreams of success. 


One thing all three of them had learned, during the years of separation, was the difference between friendship 
and familiarity. Friendship may erode. But familiarity endures. Even when a friendship is destroyed, beaten down 
by waves of acrimony and a chasm of time, it is impossible to unlearn an entire personality, to eliminate a 


human life from memory, no matter how estranged you become. 


That is why the three men can look at each other, and know the answer to Duffis somewhat rhetorical 
question. They know, from the way Duff's eyes are gently clouded with memory, from the distant smile playing 


on Slash's lips, from Axl's hand curling protectively over his forearm, where he'd tattooed their faces. 


Slash looks up at the clock. "We gotta go on soon," he says in a low murmur tinged with disbelief. Duff glances 
down at his bass, and Axl rubs his throat with one hand. 


A circle of time, crudely drawn, broken in some places, smooth in others, has shakily but assuredly swept 


them together once more, cradling them in its centre. 


They had something to prove the first time they'd performed here; they had risen, shoulders thrown back and 
teeth bared, to the challenge of impressing the crowd. They captured the bellicose indulgence of LA's 
debauched, hedonistic underbelly and spat it back at their audience, every beat and screech and growl sizzling 
with unapologetic rage. The kind of sound that is made to be not just heard, but felt, and felt with a jarring, 
visceral intensity. The sound of a band that is ready, even willing, to crash and burn in their ferocious pursuit 


of glory. 
Now, they face a new kind of challenge. And there's a lot more to lose. 


The same pit of nervous anxiety twists in all of their guts, a throbbing mass of doubt and insecurity 


manifested into a cancerous cyst, voicing the fear that poisoned the room with its lurid presence. 
Youre not good enough anymore. 


"We should go now," Axl says quickly, before the thought can sink its claws into their minds. The others agree, 


relieved, 


Axl gets to his feet, touching his hair, remembering how the wild, teased strands fell wispily over his eyes. 
Duff follows him out the door, picking up his bass, clearing his throat and thinking of vodka. Slash is the last 
one out of the room. He absently brushes his nose with his knuckles, as if to get rid of any clinging white 
residue. The corridor leading towards the stage ends suddenly, and the three of them stand backstage, waiting 


to make their much-anticipated - perhaps too-anticipated - entrance. 
"Nervous?" Duff whispers. 


"No. 


"Fuck, yes." 


The two of them respond simultaneously. Axl looks at him, and Slash swears that he glimpsed a flicker of 
concern in those penetrating green eyes. But then Axl tosses his head dismissively, and it's gone. 


"You'll knock ‘em dead. You always do." 
"Didn't stop you replacing me." 


The words slip out almost unconsciously, and Slash curses himself, but the damage has been done. Axl's face 


tightens. 

"How's Myles these days?" 

"Guys." Duff's voice is tense. 

The ensuing silence is tainted. Axl shifts, aggravation hissing from his stiff figure. 

"You always fucking do this." 

Slash doesn't ask, because he knows Axl will tell. But what he says next takes him by surprise. 
| never replaced you. Any of you." 


Axl's eyes dart searchingly around the darkness, as if trying to grope the right words from the air in front of 
him. 


"| couldn't." 


Slash is chewing on the inside of his lip. Duff holds his breath, eyes darting between the two men, knowing that 


the next few seconds could cement their reconciliation, or crush it. 


‘Its OK," Slash says with forced airiness, giving his head a little shake. "We talked about this stuff before. | 


shouldn't have brought up ancient history. I'm sorry." 
"No." Axl takes a deep breath. "No, you're right. |." 


Biting his lip, he glares at the floor, then at the wall. The expression of helpless angst on his face tugs at 
Slash's heart. 


"| don't want to fuck this up." Axl finally manages to meet Slash's eye. 


"Neither do |" 


"No. You don't get it" He looks away in frustration. "I'm not talking about the fucking show." 
And Slash understands, but Axl still doesn't look at him. He swallows, and his throat is dry. 
"Axl. | get it" 


"Do you really." The indifferent tone is transparent, the pain glimmering shyly just beneath the surface. Slash 
starts to reach for him, then changes his mind and clutches his guitar instead. 


‘Sure. You're not nearly as mysterious as you think you are." 
"Slash, l'm sorry.” 
Duff stops breathing. Axl turns to him. 


"You too, Duff. | did a lot of fucked up shit. And | never apologised." His voice cuts off abruptly, but he doesn't 
turn away. Slash is thankful for the shades that hide his eyes. 


"So, you know. I'm sorry.” 
Duff says nothing, for he has made his peace long ago, apology or not. He watches Slash. 


There's too much to say, and emotional articulation has never been Slash's forte. He suffices by grasping Axl's 


shoulder, hoping Axl doesn't shrug him off. 
He doesn't. 


They look at each other, and Slash smiles first, an uncertain, slightly shaky smile. Axl doesn't quite smile back, 
but his lips twitch and he ducks his head, and it's enough. Duff relaxes. 


"Should | leave you two alone, or..?" 


Laughter, silly and relieved and genuine, flows between the three men, and twenty-three years of tension and 


hostility evaporate. 

The sudden scream of the announcer calls them out onto the stage. Duff's fingers tighten on his fretboard. 
"You guys ready?" 

Slash elbows Axl. "No last minute regression therapy?" 


"Fuck off, Hudson" 


Duff laughs. 


They emerge out together, and the stage greets them like an old friend. The speakers amplify every note and 
every key, firing bullets of sound in a fusillade of music at the delighted listeners, as the vivid lighting 
illuminates their faces. A band once more, the three of them strut and jump around the stage, fingers and 


voices eliciting sounds that were infinitely, inexplicably superior when combined. 
And yet. 


Its not the same, because they're older. It's not the same, because there's no hunger, no anger, no drug- 
fuelled recklessness. 


It's not the same, because there's three of them. 


But the ability to construct music hasn't faded. Duff bounces voraciously behind his guitar, the guttural bass- 
line forging a rigid foundation. Slash coaxes his Les Paul to sculpt the fluid architecture, creating diaphanous 
walls that flare with a vibrant cornucopia of sound. And Axl's impassioned screams are the gleaming shards of 
glass, the broken windows through which the songs are glimpsed. The crowd is exalted, orgasmic. They are 
revelling in sensualism, giving themselves up like virgins to a forbidden lover. The cheers and whistles rise in 


pitch, rivalling the blare of the music. 


Most of them, anyway. Sandwiched between the mass of swaying bodies, there stands a dark-haired man, 
staring at the stage with a zen-like concentration, mesmerised. A part of him wishes he was up there with 
them, and the fantasy is immediately crushed by the coolness of rational thought, the plethora of reasons 
he'd given himself against joining. It was better this way. Wasn't it? 


He shrugs off the thought and enjoys the music, from the other side for the first time. It is not an 
transcendental, seraphic display of glorious perfection, not to him, but it is a damn good show. He marvels at 
how different, yet somehow exactly the same, they all are. 


He's different, too. Then again, he always was. 


And as he watches, he feels an exquisitely sorrowful brand of gratitude that his bandmates - his friends - 


are unaware of his presence, here on their big night. 


But he wouldn't have missed this for the world. 


